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Abstract 
 
This project is concerned with a visual exploration of the land of the Western 
Plains of Victoria and the nature of ‘the sacred’ in that landscape. Specifically, I 
have explored these ideas through the medium of painting and works on paper. 
The studio practice has been informed both by my personal experiences of this 
geographic region and by research into the histories associated with white 
settlement and the subsequent forms of erasure of aboriginal presence.  
 
The process has drawn on the physical landscape itself, the ideas and images of 
nineteenth century romantic painters and poets, contemporary artists and the 
disciplines of anthropology and history. My idea of the ‘sacred’ in landscape as 
viewed from a non-indigenous standpoint, is rooted in a deep personal connection 
with place and I argue that in the present post-modern context, that idea can be 
seen to once again have relevance. 
 
The artwork attempts to develop images of layered multiple histories, juxtaposed 
within the landscape. The images have progressed from a relatively 
straightforward evocation of the landscape of the Western Plains to works that are 
both complex and confident in their use of paint and ideas. 
 
In many ways this project can be seen as a personal journey that has been 
explored though means that can be seen to be particularly potent and relevant in 
Australia at this time when indigenous histories and land rights are central 
concerns in reconciliation debates. 
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Introduction 
 
Sacred Landscape: an unsettling 
 
We have used the uncanny … to elaborate a modern Australian 
condition where what is ‘ours’ may also be ‘theirs’, and vice versa: 
where difference and ‘reconciliation’ co-exist uneasily. In an uncanny 
Australia, one’s place is always already another’s place and the issue of 
possession is never complete, never entirely settled.1
  
This visual exploration “Sacred Landscape: an unsettling”, began with a clear 
view and feeling of connection with the landscape, derived from my own 
experience in the Western Plains of Victoria, the landscape of my childhood, the 
landscape that I have returned to constantly. It is this connection with the 
landscape that is the primary source of my sense of the sacred in the landscape, 
and the primary source for my exploration of the Western Plains of Victoria in 
this thesis, “Sacred Landscape: an unsettling.” 
 
Originally, my intention was to explore in my painting ideas of the sacred in the 
landscape, through images of the Western Plains. This was to be explored in a 
double sense: both in images of landscape that is sacred in itself, and of that 
landscape that becomes sacred through human connection with it. My own sense 
of the sacred in landscape has its origins in feelings of personal connection with 
the land, focussed on the geographic region of my childhood landscape, and 
drawing upon the powerful expression of connectedness. A further dimension to 
this idea of the sacred in landscape is concerned with the passage of time: with 
human relations with landscape, through time, and with the passing of time on the 
landscape. 
 
                                                 
1 K. Gelder & J. M. Jacobs, Uncanny Australia: Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation,  
Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1998. p.138. 
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The inquiry was thus borne out of a strong sense of personal connection with a 
childhood landscape. Early in the inquiry, however, it became increasingly 
apparent that the question of the indigenous people’s relationship with this 
landscape, the Aboriginal dimensions of “my” landscape, needed to be 
considered. From this point on in my research, my increasing awareness of the 
violence incurred between European settlers and Aborigines during the invasion 
of the land of the Western Plains, challenged my ideas of “my” landscape. How 
can I have a “sacred” relationship with this landscape, when it is not really 
“mine”, when this landscape has a hidden history of theft and murder? This 
unsettling has shifted the way I view this landscape, and has produced a re-
evaluation of the landscape that I have been familiar with all my life. The 
resulting shift in my engagement with the Western Plains landscape has become 
the focus of this project. 
  
Project Rationale 
My increasing awareness of the deep and repeated erasure2 of Aboriginal culture 
in the landscape of the Western Plains of Victoria has deeply challenged my 
previous sense of “my” landscape. To ignore it in my work, would add to the 
erasure process, and to the argument that landscape painting in Australia is a 
cultural artifice to bolster the colonising process of this land.3 It therefore must be 
confronted in my work to firstly acknowledge the Aboriginal presence in the 
landscape and secondly to attempt to reverse, or uncover, the erasing in order to 
reveal a landscape of multiple histories. 
 
By working through the question of how these multiple histories that, from my 
point of view as an artist, are overlaid in the landscape, combined with research 
into the documented knowledge of this erasure of Aboriginal presence in the 
                                                 
2 Erasure is a term used to describe the colonial/post-colonial process of eliminating indigenous 
presence in an occupied landscape. See T. Birch, “A Land So Inviting and Still Without 
Inhabitants: Erasing Koori culture from (post-) colonial landscapes.” In Text, Theory, Space: 
Land, Literature and History in South Africa and Australia. K. Darrian Smith, L. Gunner and S. 
Nuttall, [eds.] pp. 173-188. London: Routledge, 1996.     
 
3 G. Lee, “Lying about the Landscape.” In  Lying about the landscape.  G. Levitus [ed.] pp. 100 – 
111. Sydney: Craftsman House, 1997.  
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landscape, I have worked toward reshaping my images of “Sacred Landscape” to 
form art works that inquire into and expose some of the hidden past.  
 
The significance of this inquiry is particularly potent and relevant in Australia at 
the present time, when indigenous histories and land rights are central concerns in 
the reconciliation debates, and a willingness to re-examine and confront our own 
history is still not universal in Australian society. Over recent decades the post-
colonial4 situation in Australia has raised issues of unease regarding European 
settlement on Aboriginal land. The situation has also brought about a significant 
body of cultural production in Australia related to these issues. For example the 
lyrics and music composed by Midnight Oil, the lyrics and music of song writers 
Paul Kelly and Kev Carmody, and the post-colonial art works of Gordon Bennett, 
Fiona Foley and Bea Maddock to mention a few. 
 
On the Western Plains, arguably the agricultural heart-lands of Victoria, there 
remains evidence of a colonial attitude that seemingly continues, unaffected by 
the growing post-colonial and reconciliatory situation in Australia. 
 
Method 
In my studio work I have explored aspects of my childhood landscape through the 
use of personal memory. In my recollections I have identified and developed 
images that retain strong symbols of a childhood landscape. The production of the 
art works is largely carried out in the studio, however further stimulation for the 
studio work is obtained by undertaking regular field trips to particular sites of 
“my” landscape. During these trips the visual information has been documented by 
use of brief sketches, photographs or by simply re-engaging with the landscape 
that I grew up in. 
 
                                                 
4 The term “post-colonial” as described in B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, H. Tiffin. Key Concepts in 
Post-Colonial Studies. London: Routledge, 1998. p.186. “… was first used to refer to cultural 
interactions within colonial societies in literature circles… the term has subsequently been widely 
used to signify the political, linguistic and cultural experience of societies that were former 
European colonies.” 
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Whilst undertaking this direct investigation of my own past relationship with the 
Western Plains landscape I also began researching and reading a number of 
anthropological, archaeological, sociological and historical studies of the 
indigenous histories and settler histories of this region.  
 
The work of historians Henry Reynolds, Jan Critchett and Ian Clark, for example,  
have revealed to me the extent of the conflict violence incurred in the European 
colonisation of the Western Plains.5
 
With my knowledge of the violent incidents in the Aboriginal/colonial histories 
developing, I began to focus my work on the effects of the invasion of colonial 
settlement on the Western Plains. Drawing on the visual aspects of these histories 
– largely my own imagined ideas, with some consisting of a combination of my 
own ideas and historical images and sources – I have attempted to reveal some of 
the erased, suppressed evidence of this conflict in the landscape of the Western 
Plains. 
 
Definitions 
The term sacred, to me, is suggestive of the depth of meaning and intrinsic value 
something possesses. But more than this, the sense of sacredness in the idea of 
“Sacred Landscape”, is rooted in a deep personal connection with place. However, 
this may be problematic in contemporary Australia. Historically the importance of 
sacred places is well established, but as Peter Bishop writes, the term has ‘usually 
been applied to sites that are either traditional, such as in Australian Aboriginal 
culture, or well established, as for example in Classical Greece.’6 In contrast, 
Australia has been referred to as the most secular of modern nations on earth.7 
                                                 
5H. Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal Resistance to the European Invasion of 
Australia, Ringwood, Victoria: Penguin, 1982; J. Critchett, A Distant Field of Murder: Western 
District Frontiers, 1834 – 1838, Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1990; I. D. Clark, Scars in 
the Landscape: A Register of Massacre Sites in Western Victoria, 1803 – 1859, Canberra: 
Aboriginal Studies Press, 1995.   
 
6 P. Bishop, The Sacred Myth of Shangri-La, New Delhi: Adarsh Enterprises, 2000. p. lX. 
 
7K. Gelder & J. M. Jacobs, op.cit. p. 1; E. Stockton, Aboriginal Gift: Spirituality for a Nation, 
Alexandria, N.S.W.: Millennium, 1995. p. 3; D. Tacey, Edge of the Sacred: Transformation in 
Australia, East Melbourne: Harper Collins, 1995. p.1.  
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Further, it has been argued that modernity has left sacredness behind,  ‘at a time 
when ‘nothing is sacred’ - sacredness can only be conceived of nostalgically.’8 
However, in the present post-modern context, the idea of sacredness can be seen 
to have re-emerged as a concern, or a value, as something to be sought, protected, 
cherished and nurtured. 
 
Erasure is a term used to describe the colonial/post-colonial process of eliminating 
indigenous presence in an occupied landscape, for example, the renaming of 
landscape features in the language of the coloniser. In a post-colonial situation, a 
reverting to indigenous names can occur, but this act can provoke strong 
resistance. For example in 1989, the name restoration project of the 
Grampians/Gariwerd National Park in Western Victoria, received complaints 
from European residents in the region, describing the Aboriginal community in 
the Western District as a ‘cultureless remnant’ or as terra nullius, having no 
presence in the physical or historical landscape.9
  
In Chapter One I discuss the early stages of my investigation, beginning with my 
childhood in the landscape. I begin with the resonances between my work, my 
relationship with landscape, and the poetry of William Wordsworth. For example, in 
the laws learnt in a childhood in nature: wind, rain, fire, the elemental powers in 
nature shape the artistic image. In Chapter Two I discuss the emergence of issues in 
my artwork concerning the ways my own sense of connection to the Western Plains 
landscape was challenged and ‘unsettled’ by confronting the hidden, suppressed and 
erased indigenous histories. In Chapter Three I discuss  how I have attempted to 
uncover, and reveal, forms of erasure in relation to the formation of “my” childhood 
landscape in the painting titled Turntable [ Figure 17], and subsequent landscape 
paintings. 
 
My use of memory, recollections and the symbol of the cypress plantation, which, 
to me have an iconic presence on the Western Plains landscape, have served as a 
thread linking the stages of the work in this project.  
                                                 
8ibid. p. 1. 
 
9Birch, loc.cit. 
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 Chapter One 
 
Wind, Water and Other Childhood Elements. 
 
 
There are in our existence spots of time 
Which with distinct preeminence retain 
A fructifying virtue, whence, depressed  
By trivial occupations and the round 
Of ordinary intercourse, our minds –  
Especially the imaginative power –  
Are nourished and invisibly repaired; 
Such moments chiefly seem to have their date  
In our first childhood.10
 
 
The land of the Western Plains of Victoria is a natural steppe punctuated with 
features of young volcanic scoria cones, lava flows and maar crater lakes.11 This 
land is the source for the investigation of “Sacred Landscape”. The investigation 
originated with my childhood memories that are associated with atmospheric 
forces and elements that to this day evoke feelings of fear and respect. For 
example, thinking back to my childhood, on occasions whilst wandering across 
paddocks close to my home, the power of the wind coming in over the plains from 
the south-west was so strong I would have mixed feelings of fear and excitement. 
Fear from being physically injured by errant, falling, tree branches and excitement 
from feeling the strength of the wind around me.  
 
The rain is another element that remains significant from my childhood memories. 
As I recall, when out in the landscape I would find shelter from the rain in 
                                                                                                                                     
 
10 W. Wordswoth, “ The Two Part Prelude of 1799, lines 288 – 296” in The Prelude 1799, 1805 
1850: Authoritative Texts Context and Reception Recent Critical Essays, J. Wordsworth, M. H. 
Abrams, S. Gill, [eds.] pp. 8-9. New York: W.W.Norton, 1979.  
 
11 E. B. Joyce, “The Geology and Geomorphology of the Western Plains”, in The Western Plains: 
A Natural and Social History, D. N. Conley, and D. Claire, [eds] p. 1. Parkville: The Australian 
Institute of Agricultural Science, 1984.  
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favoured places - under the stock loading ramp at the disused railway station or 
under the cover of a cypress plantation. With the rain and a place of refuge, a 
feeling of safety and protection was felt as I crouched, waiting for the rain to 
clear. 
 
The experiences from a childhood landscape formed a sense of belonging to or 
being part of a place. There is a sense of an innate relationship between the land 
and myself as a child. This connection between the child and the landscape returns 
to me as an adult, through memory and it is this memory that I have drawn upon 
in “Sacred Landscape”.  
  
Michel Leiris, a surrealist poet, gave a lecture in 1938 titled ‘The sacred in every 
day life.’ Leiris suggests a connection between his childhood memories and ‘the 
sacred’, Leiris says ‘if I gather all the facts taken from what was my every day life 
as a child, I see forming bit by bit an image of what, for me, is the sacred.’12 In 
this process Leiris individualises and owns his sense of the sacred as it is derived 
from the uniqueness of personal memory.13  
 
This connection of childhood memories and the sacred has a sense of purity to it, 
Leiris also says: 
 
It seems obvious that we should first examine everything that 
fascinated us in childhood and left the memory of that kind of 
strong emotion. For material pulled out of the mists of childhood 
is what out of all we have available, has some chance of 
representing the least adulterated.’14
 
 
For me, when memories of childhood experiences in the landscape are viewed 
clearly and honestly, the essence of sacredness becomes apparent. The 
scrutinising of childhood memories is essential for there is certainly a real danger 
                                                 
12 M. Leiris, “The Sacred in Everyday Life.” In D. Hollier [ed.], The College of Sociology (1937 – 
39), Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988. p.24. 
 
13K. Gelder & J. M. Jacobs, op. cit. p. 8. 
 
14D. Hollier, op.cit. p.24. 
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in working with images of a nostalgic or sentimental nature. Personally, my 
recollection of my childhood is soaked in and surrounded by the landscape. The 
feeling of place as time moves on, takes priority over the events that had occurred. 
The memory of the events although remaining strong becomes thinner, becoming 
layers in the landscape rather than events on the landscape.  
 
 
The construction of memories as Leiris referred to “bit by bit”, and the formation 
of drawings and paintings of my childhood landscape are, for me a representation 
of sacredness. The connection with the particular landscape that surrounds 
Mortlake, the town where I grew up, and an innate childhood relationship with 
nature have provided this sense of place on the Western Plains of Victoria.  
 
In an earlier study, I have written of childhood experiences evoking a romantic 
impulse, ‘… The first group of paintings I worked on … had the underlying 
impulse of my childhood memories – the sublime image of the cultivated basalt 
plains of the Western District where I grew up.’15  Using a similar approach to the 
body of work: “Landscape as Place, and Place of Intrusion”, I have begun an 
inquiry into sacred landscape with childhood memories being the core informant 
of the early works.  
 
Signs by the road: 
In this visual thesis I have worked with the landscape I know, through my 
childhood relationship with it, using images that are engraved into my memory, 
the memory I carry into my paintings. My unrecorded, personal relationship with 
“my” landscape is, in this process, prised out and is revealed. With this in mind, 
there are aspects of my artworks which I attribute to an observation of the 
landscape over time. They appear in my work as unforeseen attributes.  
 
The landscape changes through time - either by human intervention, natural 
change or the changing perceptions of an individual. There are specific “signs” 
that serve as markers or indicators of that change in my landscape. Over time, as 
                                                 
15 R. Whitson, Landscape as Place, And Place of Intrusion, honours exegesis, 1999. 
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natural change occurs in the landscape and in myself - as I grow older - my 
perception of the “signs” change. For example, I have moved from a sense of 
childhood fascination to a deeper sense of an ambivalent relationship between the 
settler society and the landscape. 
 
In the following paragraphs, I describe some of these “signs” through the act of 
observation over time taken on regular trips between Mortlake and Ballarat. As a 
child, in connection with my grandmother’s moving from the farm at Kolora - a 
small town approximately eight kilometers east of Mortlake, to Ballarat; my 
family took regular trips to Ballarat. Later on, I maintained the regularity of these 
trips by taking up permanent residence in Ballarat while my parents still live in 
Mortlake. This is one example of my connection with the Western Plains 
landscape and it seems appropriate that it takes the form of a road, a journey - 
over time.   
  
As the Hamilton highway travels north-east from Mortlake there is a stretch of 
road, prior to crossing Mount Emu Creek at Darlington, that passes by a series of 
old sugar gum plantations, (Eucalyptus cladocalyx ) 16 which are dead as a result 
of dieback.17 In my childhood, the starkness of the dead trees with several old 
nests perched in the forks of decaying limbs fascinated me… to see the whole 
plantation forced to stand at an approximate sixty degree angle to the earth’s 
surface, as a result of being constantly battered by the wind from the west. Over 
time, seeing these trees wither back into the landscape from a thick band of dead 
trees to the sparsity of remnants existing today, has provoked thoughts and 
produced artworks relating to ideas of death not being the end, of death retaining 
life and of an overall circular notion of existence. 
 
                                                                                                                                     
 
16Sugar gum plantations were widely planted on the plains of Western Victoria, particularly along 
road-sides as wind-breaks, shelter-belts and wood-lots. Their natural occurrences are on Kangaroo 
Island and around the Eyre Peninsular in South Australia. See L. Costermans, Native Trees and 
Shrubs of South Eastern Australia, Willoughby: Weldon Publishing, 1993. p. 349.  
 
17 Dieback is a disease of trees that is caused by bacteria or fungi to the roots, resulting in the death 
of young shoots then spreading to larger branches eventually killing the tree. 
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Passing over Mount Emu Creek heading toward Derrinallum, there lies a 
significant land feature named Mount Elephant, the mount is referred to as the 
‘lighthouse of the Western District’.18 It abruptly rises from the plains, can easily 
be recognised from its distinct form and can be sighted from relatively large 
distances over the plains. The mountain has been in private ownership since white 
settlement. In recent times however, there has been a change in ownership when 
late in the year 2000, the mountain was sold from private ownership to the State 
Government appointed body of Trust for Nature, who have passed it on to the 
community of Derrinallum and Lismore.19
  
Approaching Mount Elephant from the southwest there is an old scoria pit – the 
quarrying on Mount Elephant ceased in 1995 when the licence to do so, was 
relinquished by the Department of Minerals and Energy.20 To me as a child, the 
shape cut out of the side of the mountain from the quarrying of scoria resembled a 
huge claw, a claw that belonged to the huge beast sitting at the side of the road as 
we passed when my family were travelling to Ballarat. The claw is slowly being 
grassed over as time moves on, but the repeated lines of the claw appear as strong, 
clear elements in my painting and drawing.  
 
The gully between Derrinallum and Lismore named Haunted Gully has always 
prompted my optical senses to scrutinise the immediate landscape. In the first 
instance by word and meaning, the name ‘haunted’ kept me on the lookout for 
evidence relating to the naming of the gully. Apart from the enclosed nature of the 
site, for example the sugar gum plantations on either side of the road in the gully, 
restricting an extended view,21 I could only suppose the reasons for this name, 
which conjured up childhood ghost stories. Later on, I began to think there might 
be a deeper, darker reason for the naming of this gully: I knew there had been 
                                                 
18P. Reichl, Volcanic Plains of  Western Victoria: A Study of Changing Occupance,  Melbourne: 
Thomas Nelson, 1968. p.  
 
19L. Barlow, “Trust Buys Western District Landmark,” The Courier, Ballarat, December 8, 2000. 
p.12. 
 
20 ibid. 
 
21 The site and the sight of Haunted Gully has altered over the years with the partial removal of the 
sugar gum plantations and the planting of revegetation around the contours of the gully. 
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colonial conflict in the region and that a massacre had occurred, at a place called 
Murdering Gully.22 I began to imagine the two names, as if connected. I have no 
evidence for the truth of this supposition, however the question lingers in my 
mind as the road dips into Haunted Gully. 
 
The long, relatively straight road that links the Hamilton Highway to the area of 
Pitfield where the Woady Yallock creek channels its way south, is for me a road 
that epitomises the landscape of the Western Plains as it approaches the Great 
Dividing Range. The long stretches of sugar gum plantations line the eastern side 
of the road and on the western side are sparse, windswept paddocks. Half way 
along this twenty-four kilometre stretch of road, there is a cairn erected as a war 
memorial, but as a child, I always recognised it as the half way point of the 
journey between Mortlake and Ballarat. The first glimpse of bush can be seen on 
the horizon toward the end of this road, an indication of the end of the Western 
Plains. 
 
These ‘signs by the road’ are important to me as signifiers of time passing and as 
indicators of spatial change. The road I travel on regularly has not changed its 
route but the “signs” in the surrounding landscape have, as stories time has told. 
  
The significance of these “signs” in regard to my art practice is that the familiarity 
I have with these shapes, forms and feelings from regular observance over time, is 
reflected in my work. They appear as intuitive brush strokes, paint mixing and 
application or as a mood or feeling created in the work. These attributes of my 
work are often not immediately recognisable to me, but are revealed over a period 
of time after the painting or drawing is complete.   
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                     
 
22 This episode at Murdering Gully will be discussed more extensively in chapter 2. 
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Initial Inquiry: Painting.       
The first work of this project titled “The River Mouth”[Figure 6], is not of 
childhood memory. It is however, a significant small study that immediately 
proposed an issue that would remain pertinent for the length of this exploration. 
This is the issue of ownership and the land…whose land is it?  
The initial thoughts for this first work were aimed at gaining an overview of the 
region and I thought an aerial perspective would be a useful way of achieving this. 
The early reading for this project was associated with Australian history 
particularly that of colonial history.23 With this in mind the painting developed 
into a coastal inlet and in the inlet I began to scrawl, erase and scrawl again with 
paint, some randomly selected text from Manning Clark’s “A History of 
Australia.” I employed this device as a way of implying in my painting, the 
establishment of European settlement through recorded history.  
In the painting to follow, “Stone Wall and Cypress”[Figure 7], I painted both an 
image of my personal memories of the farm where my mother grew up and of the 
idea of the establishment of European settlement. The image is comprised of a 
section of stonewall taking up most of the surface plane with the remaining area 
an image of paddock and cypress plantation. There is an amount of visual tension 
created in this image by the open paddock being compressed by the stonewall and 
cypress plantation. The painting is a strong symbol of European settlement of the 
land with the use of these boundary symbols, however the image is also filled 
with symbols from my memory of childhood. 
The next painting titled “Figure in the Wind” is of childhood memory. It explores 
the experiences of standing in the wind as a child. Even though standing in the 
wind can occur repeatedly throughout a lifetime, it is these first experiences of the 
elements through memory that this work focuses on. 
                                                 
23 C.M.H. Clark, A History of Australia, Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1979; R. Hughes, 
The Fatal Shore, London: Collins Harvill, 1987. 
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“Lake Grassed Over”[Figure 8], this painting originated from a story my father, 
Bruce Whitson had told me regarding a photo he had seen, showing the area 
where the main street of Mortlake now runs. He said the photo showed proof that 
the area had once been a lake, with a person seen rowing a boat over a body of 
water. He supported this by pointing out that on the eastern side of the town, the 
original municipal buildings are built half way up the hill, some distance away 
from the town centre. On the western side of town there is the large cutting, dug to 
drain the lake away so that it may never appear again. 
At the time of learning this oral history from my father, I was looking at an 
account by Aldo Massola of the Aboriginal story associated with Mount 
Shadwell. Mt Shadwell is a volcanic cone just to the north of the township of 
Mortlake. The mountain dominates the townscape. According to Massola the 
mountain was known as Booruk by the local Kirrae Wuurong tribe.24  
Part of the story tells of a magician and hunter named Murkupang, spiriting a 
shelter from the top of Booruk to come down the mountain and follow him. The 
shelter and Murkupang travelled five and a half miles north to Mondilibi, other 
wise known as Flat Top Hill were Murkupang set up camp.25 The depression left 
from the moving of the shelter on top of Booruk, has a significant link to my 
childhood experiences of climbing the mount, which provided shelter from the 
wind. 
With the new knowledge of my place of birth having been a lake in quite recent 
times, together with my association with the landscape of an Aboriginal story, I 
have tried to build a layered image with both European and Aboriginal connection 
to the landscape. The European connection is attached to the area of the lake, 
which has been transformed into a cultivated patch. The Aboriginal connection is 
in the sky above the mountain in the form of a shadow that alludes to the 
                                                 
24 A. Massola, Journey to Aboriginal Victoria, Adelaide: Rigby, 1969. p. 63. 
 
25 Ibid. p. 63-64. 
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“other.”26 My connection is embraced in the mountain, through my childhood 
memory of gazing at the mountain from the town of Mortlake and regular 
occurrences of climbing of the mount.  
These first paintings although introductory and exploratory, can be seen to have 
established the parameters of this project. They represent the beginning of central 
themes and concerns that would recur throughout my investigation, the ideas and 
issues of ownership, a childhood in the landscape, suppressed and hidden histories 
and loss. 
 
Initial Inquiry: works on paper. 
 
For me drawing and painting are not separate processes, but different aspects of a 
larger whole which weave in and out of one another and bounce off each other, in 
the process of making art. However in this project there have been times where 
the two disciplines developed independently of one another. One of these times 
was the initial period of inquiry. The first two paintings of this project did pre-
date the beginning of the drawings, but thereafter the paintings and drawings were 
executed at the roughly the same time, but in separate studios. 
  
The first works on paper in “Sacred Landscape” also began with my childhood 
landscape. Some of these works also have resonances and links with elements of 
the Romantic tradition, for example “Plain” [figure 9], has its origins connected 
with the last three lines of William Wordsworth’s poem, “My Heart Leaps Up”, 
 
The child is the father of the man; 
And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural piety.27
                                                 
26“Other” as described in B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, H. Tiffin, op. cit.  pp.169-171. “In general 
terms, the “other” is anyone who is separate from one’s self. The existence of others is crucial in 
defining what is “normal” and in locating one’s own place in the world.” 
 
27As well as being the last three lines, 7 – 9, of ‘My Heart Leaps Up’ 1802, Wordsworth also used 
these lines in an epigraph in ‘Intimations’ Ode of 1807. H. Bloom, and L. Trilling, The Oxford 
Anthology of English Literature, Romantic Poetry and Prose, New York: Oxford University Press, 
1973. pp.168 &176. 
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 Wordsworth suggests the wish for continuity of his ‘self’, his child in nature to 
that of the man. I responded to these words by drawing on my own experiences of 
physically returning to my childhood landscape on numerous occasions, noticing 
the changes, of both the physical state of these sites and the way I perceive them, 
over time. In this drawing the image of the man is prominent as he looks out over 
the landscape with the child’s eye as his tool of perception. This work explores 
the idea of summoning the child’s eye, which I attempt to do through memory 
when I return to this landscape of my childhood. 
 
The main theme of the early works on paper was centred on looking at the farm 
where my mother grew up. I had spent a considerable amount of time on this farm 
as a child, exploring the surrounding paddocks, farm sheds, and not to mention the 
very large house that had numerous unused rooms. The farm was sold later when 
my grandmother moved away. Some years after, I returned to the farm knowing it 
had ceased functioning as it did when I was a child, to discover the house had 
been dismantled and taken away along with the large sheds, which were originally 
a cheese factory. The only building left standing, was the storage room for the 
cheese: it had walls packed with charcoal to keep the room temperature stable. It 
now stores collectable items from the old farm, a warehouse of the farm’s 
colonising history. 
 
I experienced a feeling of loss with the discovery of the farm’s dismantling, 
however I was physically able to locate places on the property by relating the 
remaining cypress plantations to my memory of place. The buildings and the 
surrounds on the property were largely defined by fence lines, which were 
highlighted by the cypress plantations running along these fence lines. There are 
cases where the plantations are situated, on a ridge for example, defining the 
topography of the land. I used the remaining cypress plantations that surrounded 
the old house site as the main subject of a series of drawings that examine and 
explore, from my point of view, the loss of the generations old family farm. 
 
Inherent, [figure 10] this work on paper has part of the old remaining cypress 
plantation drawn with inks, charcoal and pastels, heavily applied to the paper 
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creating a sense of old weather beaten trees, set on the open plains. Underneath or 
in the surrounding fields I have laid some old legal envelopes, which I saved from 
the incinerator some time ago. I scrawled the initials of members of my mother’s 
family onto the envelopes. I am suggesting issues of inheritance and sale of 
property; through this I am looking into the reasons for, and processes of, the 
farm’s dismantling, and in my mind, its transformation into a sacred - lost - site. 
 
In another work from this series titled, Inherent 2, [figure 11] I have used a single 
cypress tree to symbolise the farm. In front of the tree I have placed a ghostly 
female figure, which represents my mother. I am putting my mother back on the 
farm, the landscape she grew up in, together as inseparable regardless of wills and 
titles.  
 
In Surround [figure 12] I have once again taken the image of the cypress 
plantation, the one that surrounds the void where a house once stood. In this work 
there is a feeling of protection - from the wind and rain. I find myself attracted to 
sites like these for that provision of shelter. I notice them often whilst driving 
along rural roads - a circumference of cypress trees with a few items of what was 
a family home. It may be a chimney-stack, tank-stand, blooming daffodils or just 
a grassed over house site. It is the emptiness of these places, the clues left behind, 
the indications of a past life, past stories, that become narratives embedded in the 
landscape. 
 
For me the cypress tree has come to represent and symbolise the Western Plains. 
Visually they dominate the topography of the region, planted for their efficiency 
as windbreaks. Personally, the cypress tree is an object of intrigue, and this has 
been so from my childhood to this day. The cypress plantations have attracted my 
interest for varying reasons, one reason important to me is that they are the place 
of rest for discarded or superseded farm machinery. I recall as a child spending a 
significant amount of time fossicking around the trunks of cypress plantations, 
collecting pieces of cast iron, bits of wire, glass, horseshoes, in order to take them 
home and construct displays of these found objects. The spaces under the 
plantations were ideal sites for my surface archaeological attempts. I would 
include items, for the collection, on size, shape and their aesthetic appeal. Later on 
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in my life, this collecting of objects, this construction of forms and shapes would 
recur as smoothed over and scraped back layered images in my work as an artist. 
 
I have, as an adult and as an artist developed a powerful sense of place through 
the use of the cypress plantation symbol in my artwork. The power of place can 
often lie in the memory of a childhood landscape, “The space we live in has a 
powerful influence over us, particularly the space we grew up in. Often, we try to, 
without being aware of it, recreate in our adult lives the places we remember from 
our childhood.”28 This idea is reflected in these early works with my repeated 
symbolic representations of cypress plantations. They can be seen as a 
memorialising of a childhood landscape, of a lost farm, of a lost landscape.  
 
The memorialising of lost landscape can also be seen in a painting titled 
Memory29 [Figure 1] by the Australian painter, Carolyn Fels. This work is of the 
landscape lost under the man made water catchment of Lake Eildon. The title, 
Memory, alerts the viewer to the issues surrounding lost places. The painting 
consists of six panels arranged in pairs, (left and right) and then the pairs in three 
lines, but with each line firmly affixed to the others. I read this work by looking at 
the two central images of the lake, a beautifully formed body of water lying 
within the topography of hills and valleys devoid of trees. Above and below the 
central panels are images of treed landscapes. These images seem to have a 
progression of being submerged from the top left, where the painting is of trees 
rigid and rooted to the bottom right painting, where the trees seem to have less 
gravity to tend with and have softened edges. This painting could also be seen as a 
romanticising of a lost landscape, but it differs from my response because this 
work offers a more overt sense of the physical reality in the submergence of the 
landscape than that which is evident in my paintings. We are both in our different 
ways dealing with this merging of the landscape into memory. 
 
                                                 
28 S. Kraser & C. Gertwiki, Authentic Childhood: Exploring Reggio Emelia in the Classroom, 
Nelson, 2000. p.1. 
 
29 Carolyn Fels, Memory, 1999, reproduced in the catalogue of Darkness & Light: Looking at 
Landscape, McClelland Gallery, 2000. 
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As a practising artist, working within the boundaries and safety of a home 
landscape does not protect one from the uncomfortable realities that may well be 
submerged in the land itself.  
 
Peter Read, who has published work on psychological and historical aspects of 
lost landscapes says: “The loss of landscape may not only be personal and 
familial, but regional, and national.”30 The sense of loss of landscape can range 
then, in a post-colonial settler society, from personal and local issues of 
inheritance to regional and national issues of land ownership, as well as hidden 
histories and Aboriginal or indigenous reconciliation. In Chapter Two I will 
discuss the emergence in my artwork of issues concerning how my own 
connection to this landscape is confronted by hidden, suppressed histories. 
 
 
                                                 
30 P. Read, “Remembering Dead Places”, in People and Place: Australian Heritage Perspectives, 
London: Sir Robert Menzies Centre for Australian Studies, 1996. p. 85. 
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 Chapter Two 
 
Plantations of Identity. 
 
“Landscape based art today, far from being simply picturesque, often 
reflects great diversity and perception and a considerable amount of 
anxiety.”31
 
The use of the image of the cypress plantation as a means of exploring childhood 
experiences within the landscape, became, in the next stage of my studio 
investigation, an important device enabling me to extend my artwork beyond the 
personal. In this phase of my work, I attempted to develop and explore the idea of 
a deeper sense of time and history within the Western Plains landscape. 
 
My increasing awareness of the relevance of the Aboriginal presence and absence  
in the landscape began to alter my perception of the cypress plantation. In my 
imagination, I began to perceive the cypress plantation as a silent witness to 
events and histories occurring on the plains. The work that developed from this 
idea will be more fully discussed below. Viewing the plantation in this way 
opened up my ability to see, and begin to explore, the ways the Aboriginal people 
and their culture have been erased from the Western Plains landscape. 
  
The cypress plantation can, in itself, be seen as an implement and symbol of such 
erasure. For example, the cypress’s dominating presence on the Western Plains is 
suggestive of the supplanting of the indigenous by the foreign - European flora  
replacing native flora, to produce a Europeanised landscape. Further, plantations 
were and are still used to define boundaries, perimeters, and land ownership.32 
                                                 
31 S. Kronenberg and N. Mason, “The Contested Landscape”, in the exhibition catalogue Darkness 
and Light: Looking at the Landscape, McClelland Gallery, 2000. p. 9. 
 
32In addition, the parliamentary enclosure movement that changed the English landscape can  be 
seen to have been brought to the Australian continent with the establishment of squatter runs, land 
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The cypresses thus stand not only as living examples of Europeanisation, but also 
of ownership, division, containment, and control. 
  
My attempts to develop a sense of the Aboriginal presence in the landscape were 
first explored in the painting “Lake Grassed Over”[Figure 8]. I wanted to develop 
a sense of “otherness” in the landscape as part of the construction of this work, in 
combination with a sense of personal connection, and the idea of European 
presences in the landscape. This painting is based upon a non-indigenous 
interpretation of an Aboriginal story.33 I drew upon this story as a means of 
exploring otherness, and while it assisted in informing me of the presence of 
aboriginal culture in the landscape, I found that working from an appropriation, or  
a Europeanised version, of an Aboriginal story was insufficient to address one of 
the key questions of this project. The question still remained of how my artwork 
could identify and explore the existence of Aboriginal histories in the landscape. I 
found myself becoming less interested in re-told Aboriginal stories giving a sense 
of Aboriginal presence in the landscape, and more concerned with the idea of 
evidence, of traces of aboriginal pasts, in the landscape.  
 
So, I set about working back in time to the point of European invasion of the 
Western Plains after Major T. L. Mitchell’s discovery of Australia Felix.34 I began 
to explore and work with ideas of the erasure of Aboriginal presence through 
colonisation, renaming of place names, the covering and smoothing over of the 
landscape via farming practice, the planting of screens and windbreaks, the borders 
and markers of European ownership. 
  
I proposed to explore these ideas through processes of painting on and scraping 
back repeatedly, working with layering and juxtaposition of images with ideas of 
                                                                                                                                     
ownership and boundaries. For more on parliamentary enclosure and the landscape of England see 
W. G. Hoskins The Making of the English Landscape, London: Guild Publishing, 1988. pp. 140-
169. 
 
33 Massola, loc.cit.  
 
34“ In 1836  the surveyor and explorer T. L. Mitchell  discovered and described in glowing terms 
the region of south western Victoria and called it  Australia Felix. see S. Martin, A New Land; 
European Perceptions of Australia 1788-1850, St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 1993. p.77; 
G. Dutton, The Squatters, South Yarra: Curry O’Neil Ross, 1985. p. 9.  
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unravelling, exposing and uncovering, attempting to achieve a sense of the 
multiple traces, erasures and presences in this landscape.  
 
Complex Landscape. 
The multiple histories of the Western Plains landscape which I found in written 
histories, visual documentation of history and observing and identifying history 
traces in the physical landscape, began to be incorporated in my work. This 
created a sense of layered multiple histories from its natural history through to its 
indigenous history, into the conflicts of colonial invasion and its subsequent 
agricultural history overlayed with individual accounts and personal connections 
and experiences to make up a palimpsest of informants to my work. 
 
The complex work of Anselm Kiefer has influenced my work and research, 
particularly in ways of constructing paintings. His works of landscape and history 
are deeply seated in German identity for example Kiefer’s painting ‘Varus’ 
[Figure 2],35 takes the viewer down a track in the forest, as if it were a track 
through history, to the bloody origins of the German people – a dark and bloody 
forest. The track is ‘sign posted’ with names from German history: philosophers, 
military figures. The text in the painting serves to map human history into nature 
with the trees representative of the named persons, standing like pillars, 
supporting the German memory that is in the landscape. 
 
I feel a connection between the intense imagery of heavy trees in a loaded 
landscape in Kiefer’s Varus, and the feelings I have of the cypress plantations on 
the plains of Western Victoria.   
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                     
 
35 Anselm Kiefer., Varus, 1976, reproduced in S. Schama, Landscape and Memory, London: 
Harper Collins, 1995. figure number.16. 
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Plantations Revisited. 
 
Even though the cypress plantations of the Western Plains were most likely 
planted some time after the European invasion of Aboriginal land, the age range 
of the plantations that exist today in the Western Plains is varied, from old and 
wind beaten to young, newly planted wind-breaks. 
 
The Avenue of Honour located on the Hamilton Highway on the eastern side of 
Mortlake gives an indication to the age of some of the cypress plantations in the 
region. This commemorative avenue which honours World War One soldiers was 
planted between 1917 and 1921.36 The large cypress trees of this Avenue of 
Honour are regularly pruned in order to maintain the aging giants. I have noticed 
over the years the increase in breaking limbs of these trees as age inevitably takes 
its toll. 
  
The care taken to maintain the avenue mentioned above, and others like it, 
provides them with a powerful presence in the landscape. For example, I recently 
travelled through an Avenue of Honour, near the base of Mt William of the 
Grampians/Gariwerd National Park. In this avenue, the trees are large pines that 
have had their lower branches lopped to approximately two thirds of the trees’ 
height. On approaching the avenue travelling on the road surrounded by native 
flora, the plantation looms suddenly, and then without further notice you are 
amongst them. The rows of pillars on either side the road with a high, dark canopy 
gives an eerie, enclosed feeling. This feeling dominates the length of the avenue.  
 
It is interesting to note that, in this present period of severe rural decline, the size 
of the avenue does not always reflect the present size of the town that hosts it. A 
recent newspaper story has told that number of trees in the town of Corindhap’s 
                                                 
36The Avenues of Honour of Victoria were planted between 1917 and 1921 to honour World War 
One Soldiers. Out of the one hundred and twenty eight  plantations in Victoria, only seven were 
planted with native tree species, usually Eucalyptus ficifolia, the flowering gum, a tree native to 
Western Australia. The predominant planting of avenues was with trees of European origin. See J. 
Haddow, “Avenue’s of Honour”, Meanjin, volume 47 No. 3, 1988. p.421-425. 
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Avenue of Honour now out-numbers the town’s population.37 However the trees 
themselves are now dying and to re-establish the avenue, the towns people have 
employed a chainsaw artist to sculpt the stumps of the trees into images reflecting 
the World War 1 spirit of the Avenue of Honour, in, for example, an image of a 
mounted light horseman.38   
 
The strong presence of pruned, sculpted and maintained plantation trees is not 
restricted to the Avenue of Honour. For example in Apollo Bay, a fishing town 
near Cape Otway, there is a bank of cypress trees on the foreshore between the 
main street and the beach. The cypress here, have been pruned in a way to allow 
the growth of a broad, high canopy, which provides shade and shelter for the 
summer season of holiday makers. Beyond the practical needs of the community, 
the aesthetic quality of the trees, in my experience, is unique; the natural growth 
of the cypress is of large limbs, sprouting from low in the trunk and sometimes the 
trunk is formed by a conglomeration of limbs. This creates a heavy, almost 
impenetrable growth of foliage, close to the ground and up. When this foliage and 
the branches that support the foliage, is pruned away high up into the tree, leaving 
the a selection of large limbs weaving their way up to form a canopy, there is an 
aesthetic quality that is rich for the eye. From the foreshore, looking back into the 
landscape, one sees the heavy, dark boughs of the cypress set against the township 
of Apollo Bay and rising further back, the denuded mountains of the Otway 
Ranges: cultivated symbols one upon each other. 
 
In the painting, Plantation [Figure 13], I was painting about the dominance of the 
cypress plantation on the Western Plains landscape, at the same time I was 
looking deeper into the history of the region. I began to see the cypress plantation 
not only as symbolic of the Western Plains but also as witness to history, colonial 
history at least. In the act of painting this work I firstly painted the cypress 
plantation and then worked in the surrounding landscape. The image of the 
plantation was repeatedly painted over to form a solid, aged growth that may well 
have observed events over generations and through that process attained a deep 
                                                 
37 P. Hunt, “Trees reborn as heroes” in The Weekly Times, Melbourne, May 29, 2002. p. 5. 
 
38 Ibid. 
 31
presence in the landscape. The surrounding landscape in contrast, has been fiddled 
with, altered, rubbed out and repainted in order to create a sense of the changing 
landscape. In the foreground of this image is a figure immersed in a layered, 
cultivated, disrupted, landscape, descriptive of human work in the landscape.  
 
Field Of Murder. 
The Western District frontier in the late 1830s had become a field of murder; the 
conflicts between colonial squatters and Aboriginal clans had become 
widespread.39 For me the question arises: How can “my” sacred landscape exist if 
its history is one of murder and theft?  
 
With this question in mind I reworked the idea of the plantation. Now the 
plantation harbours the bones of conflicts and massacres of the past. The 
mountain in the painting titled, Plantation 2  [Figure 14], is representative of 
Mount Noorat. The traditional owners of this site, the Kirrae Wuurong people 
called the mount, Ngoora.40 It was a meeting and trading place for Aboriginal 
clans of the region, Aborigines from the Wimmera, Geelong, Lake-Boloke, Cape 
Otway and coastal areas came to Mount Noorat to trade prior to the European 
invasion of the land.41
 
Frederick Taylor was the manager of the Glenormiston run which occupies the 
site of Mount Noorat. In 1839, Taylor led a party of men on horseback to commit 
the notorious massacre that came to be known as Murdering Gully, at Mount Emu 
Creek near Camperdown.42 The actions of Taylor were ignited by problems he 
had with Aborigines stealing sheep from his flocks and according to the official 
                                                                                                                                     
 
39J. Critchett,  A Distant Field of Murder: Western District Frontiers, 1834 – 1838, Carlton: 
Melbourne university Press, 1990; I. D. Clark, Scars in the Landscape: a Register of Massacre 
Sites in Western Victoria, 1803 – 1859, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1995. 
 
40The Aboriginal name for the mount was obtained from an information plaque erected at the foot 
of the summit walk of Mt. Noorat. There is a series of plaques erected in the region as a 
Corangamite Arts Council Project and part of the State Government of Victoria’s Pride of Place 
Program, 1998. 
 
41Critchett, op.cit., p. 45. 
 
42I. D. Clark, op.cit., p. 4. 
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deposition of the massacre, Taylor and others set out with hostile intentions to 
attack the Aboriginal camp:43   
  
As they approached… they formed themselves into an extended line 
Taylor being in the centre. They found them asleep and immediately 
fired upon them and killed the whole party save one consisting of 
thirty five persons men women and children. They afterwards threw 
the bodies into a neighbouring waterhole…44
 
 
In Plantation 2 [Figure 14], I have painted a dark and quite sinister image of the 
plantation, I wanted the work to describe the oppressive nature of the European 
invasion through the image of the cypress plantation directly placed in-front of 
Mount Noorat/Ngoora. The rapidly applied colour, used to form the cypress 
plantation is intended to create a visual language articulating an act of rapid 
possession through dispossession, for these trees were planted on ground procured 
through theft and murder.  
 
 
 
Navigation of Lake Bullen – Merri. 
A painting titled, Navigation of Lake Bullen-Merri [Figure 15], involved the 
escape of Bareetch Chuurneen, otherwise known as Queen Fanny, and a child. 
They were survivors of the Murdering Gully massacre, but were pursued by 
Europeans to a point on the west- bank of Lake Bullen-Merri, from this point with 
a child on her back, she swam across the lake to escape her trackers.45
  
The painting is laid out like a book, I have done this because it is from a book, a 
record of history; that I first became aware of these accounts. In the first instance, 
I stretched the canvas in the normal way. I then laid two pieces of linen onto the 
stretched canvas, resembling the pages of an open book, and proceeded to glue 
                                                 
43Critchett, op.cit., p. 128. 
 
44G. Presland, [ed], Journals of G. A. Robinson January 1840-March 1840, 1977. Cited in J. 
Critchett. p.128. 
 
45I. D. Clark, op.cit., pp. 107-108; A. Massola,  Journey to Aboriginal Victoria, Melbourne: Rigby, 
1969. pp. 59-60. 
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size both the canvas and the linen together to create a surface to begin working 
on.46 After priming the surface I began to inscribe text into the pages of linen, the 
text is a quotation from one of the diaries of Neil Black. After the Murdering 
Gully Massacre, Taylor had fled, and Neil Black acquired the established 
Glenormiston run.47 The diary describes the harsh requirements needed by 
squatters to secure the land they had grabbed and were occupying: 
 
  
The best way [to procure a run] is to go outside and take up a new 
run, provided the conscience of the party is sufficiently seared to 
enable him without remorse to slaughter natives right and left. It is 
universally and distinctly understood that the chances are very small 
indeed of a person taking up a new run being able to maintain 
possession of his place and property without having recourse to such 
means – sometimes by wholesale…(9 December 1839)48
 
 
 
Over these words I painted, in a transparent fashion, the image of a homestead, a 
symbol of European settlement.49 Over and around the building I painted in black, 
figures, in the style of Western Victorian Aboriginal rock art. In 1983-84, I 
completed a significant amount of work in the Grampians/Gariwerd National Park 
and in the time spent there I visited several Aboriginal Shelters regularly. At one 
of the shelters, known by its European name as Cave of Ghosts Shelter, I had 
recorded the images of the rock painting with ink and watercolour on paper. The 
images on the rock are painted with a white pigment but I have chosen to 
appropriate these images for use in this painting using black paint as a contrast to 
the homestead. My intention was to counteract the erasure process that had been 
                                                                                                                                     
 
46 Glue sizing primarily acts to protect the canvas from the oil paint, in this case I have used 
rabbitskin glue to glue the linen to the stretched canvas as well as preparing the surface for 
priming. See R, Mayer, The Artists Handbook of Materials and Techniques: 5th edition, London: 
Faber & Faber, 1991. pp.290-293. 
 
47I, D. Clark, op.cit., p.1. 
 
48N. Black, “Journal of the 30th of September 1839 - May 1940.” In I. D. Clark, Scars in the 
Landscape: A Register of Massacre Sites in Western Victoria, 1803 – 1859. p.1. Clark points out 
that Black was unwilling to slaughter natives, but purchased an established run where the slaughter 
of Aborigines had already occurred. 
 
49N. Valentine, The House that Wool Built, Ballarat: Ballarat Grammar, nd. 
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occurring in the landscape history of Western Victoria with a symbol that clearly 
is Aboriginal. 
  
In post-colonial studies, the term appropriation is used to describe the use, by 
post-colonial societies of aspects of imperial culture that may be of use to express 
their own social or cultural identity, for example language, forms of writing or 
forms of painting.50 In this painting I, of western culture, have appropriated from 
the colonised Aboriginal culture in order to portray some wider truth about this 
landscape. 
  
I then began to work over the top of these multiple images with a nebula image of 
Lake Bullen- Merri, leaving the previous work hardly detectable. Painted in 
muted cobalt blue, this layer covers the entire surface yet subtle traces of the 
underpainting appear in areas where the paint is briefly applied or where 
impastation is in the underpainting. The lack of definition or the covering over in 
the work is indicative of the knowledge acquired during my upbringing regarding 
Aborigines. There was little talk of Aboriginal histories at home or the classroom. 
The main recollection I have is of hearing my father talking of his involvement, as 
a tradesperson, in the construction of housing for the Aboriginal community at 
nearby Framlingham. A school camp, in form three, in the Framlingham bush 
gave no indication that Aborigines lived there at that time or in the past. 
 
The work, Navigation of Lake Bullen-Merri, is significant in this investigation for 
it marks a shift from the early works, which explored the physical experience of 
growing up in Western Victoria. The inclusion of inexperience of knowing or the 
hidden history, ‘the great Australian silence’51, has sparked the questions: Why 
was this so? How does it affect me now? A history of working with my personal 
landscape must inevitably result in exploring its dark past. The layers of sub-
painting and sub-text build an underlying structure of a dense past, a build up to 
                                                 
50 B. Ashcroft, G. Griffiths, & H. Tiffin, Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies, London: 
Routledge, 1998. p. 19. 
 
51 B. Attwood, In the Age of Mabo: History, Aborigines and Australia, St. Leonards, NSW: Allen 
& Unwin, 1996. pp. 101-103. 
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the present. The final layer of the painting leaves only fragments of the past 
visible: the fragments of a postcolonial nation. 
 
My landscape has changed: I cannot view it with the same clarity and innocence 
as I did. More than this, the feelings of home and, ‘my place’ have changed. There 
has been a large scale and bloody act of dispossession, although looking on the 
plains this is not immediately evident. For example, there are Aboriginal place 
names but these are Western interpretations of Aboriginal language and suffer 
from miss-spelling and altered meaning and are therefore missing the intent 
applied by Aborigines to place names.52 The evidence of Aboriginal culture of 
Aboriginal place in Western Victoria is largely restricted to sites untenable, in 
national parks for example.  
  
On several visits to the Mount Noorat locality during this project, I have come 
across two signs at the base of the walking track to the summit of the mount. The 
issue of ownership indicated by the wording on this sign points to the continuing 
colonial process that began with the colonisation of the Western District of 
Victoria:  
  
ALAN MARSHALL 
WALKING TRACK 
CRATER 500m 
LOOKOUT 1000m 
 
WALKING TRACK 
TO Mt NOORAT 
Provided by courtesy 
Of the owner: 
MR NEIL BLACK 
 
PLEASE RESPECT THE PROPERTY~ 
CONTINUED USE BY WALKERS 
DEPENDS ON YOU! 
 
                                                 
52I. D. Clark, Place Names and Land Tenure – Windows Into Aboriginal Landscapes: Essays in 
Victorian Aboriginal History, Melbourne: Heritage Matters, 1998. pp. 130-141. 
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The recent sign placed a few metres to the right of the sign [above], refers to the 
Kirrae Wuurong people as existing only in the past. This is an example of the 
continued colonial erasure process. 
 
  
The Postcolonial Subject in Art. 
 
One artist who in his painting returns to the point of colonisation is Gordon 
Bennett, with the juxtaposition of images of Captain Cook’s arrival to Australia’s 
shore and images of Aboriginal people being decimated. By returning to point of 
colonisation and seeing the event from an Aboriginal view, Bennett activates 
memories of history but within the recalled history there are hidden repressed 
histories present. The origins of European settlement in Australia are challenged 
and balanced in Bennett’s work. 
 
The issues Bennett deals with are approached from an Aboriginal perspective, and 
thus the cultural differences between Bennett’s work and mine are clear, but there 
are view-points in his work with which I feel my work shares common ground. 
For example, his paintings such as The Plough53 [Figure 3], which looks at a 
redefinition of history, suggestive of multiple views of history leading to a central 
vanishing point on the right side of the painting and on the left, an image of 
cultivation over the bones of conflict. 
 
Ian McLean, in his book White Aborigines: Identity Politics in Australian Art says 
of Bennett that his work is: 
 
A palimpsest of coloniser and colonised – the post colonial subject, 
put simply, Bennett’s critical purpose is to recirculate repressed 
memories until the post colonial subject becomes a possibility.54
                                                 
53 G. Bennett, The Plough, 1989. Reproduced in the catalogue Gordon Bennett, Paintings 1987-
1991 
 
54 I. McLean, White Aborigines: Identity Politics in Australian Art, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998.  p. 140. 
 37
 
 
This idea of representing multiple histories is important to my work. In Cultiva 
Terra [Figure 16], I have painted the plantation motif with repeated horizontal 
lines above and below, in front of and behind the plantation, representing layered 
histories. At the same time the lines indicate the cultivation, the ploughing up, the 
tilling of the land, as a result of the influx of European squatters on the Western 
Plains of Victoria. In November 1836, the explorer, Major Thomas Mitchell, 
reporting on the discovery of, what is now called, the Western District of Victoria. 
Mitchell describes the landscape in his journal:   
 
We had at length discovered a country ready for the immediate 
reception of civilized man; and destined perhaps to become 
eventually a portion of a great empire. Unencumbered by too much 
wood, it yet possessed enough for all purposes; its soil was 
exuberant, and its climate temperate…it was traversed by mighty 
rivers, and watered by streams innumerable…Every day we passed 
over land, which, for natural fertility and beauty, could scarcely be 
surpassed; over streams of unfailing abundance, and plains covered 
with the richest pasturage.55  
  
The language used by Mitchell upon discovering the Western Plains is descriptive 
of a romantic agrarian utopia. It is noted that Mitchell’s prime quest was to find 
out if the Darling River flowed into the Murray River: beyond this was his 
determination to discover areas of land suitable for agricultural purposes. 
Although Mitchell was not the first European to enter the Western District, the 
Hentys had settled at Portland from Van Diemen’s Land in 1834, he did lay claim 
to what he called “Australia Felix”.56  
                    
The Latin title of this painting, Cultiva Terra, means arable land. I see this title as  
linked with Mitchell’s description of land that he discovered as “ready for the 
                                                                                                                                     
 
55 Major T. L. Mitchell, Three Expeditions into the Interior of Eastern Australia, London: T. & W. 
Boone, second edition, 1839, vol. II, pp. 171, 195. cited in W. J. Lines, Taming the Great South 
Land: A History of the Conquest of Nature in Australia, Athens, Georgia: the University of 
Georgia Press, 1991. p.71. 
 
56G. Dutton, The Squatters, South Yarra: Curry O’Neil Ross, 1985. p.9.  
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immediate reception of civilized man.”57 This description suggests that the land is 
suitable for cultivation, and implies an apparent disregard for the Aboriginal 
people already living on it. The title of my work, Cultiva Terra, is also suggestive 
of links with the term, terra nullius – no person’s land.58
 
Bea Maddock settled on the title of, Terra Spiritus…with a darker shade of pale,59 
as  Daniel Thomas writes … to confront the colonisers’ side of Terra Nullius with 
the presence of Aboriginal spirituality.60 The work consists of fifty-one sheets of 
incised drawing, worked with hand ground Launceston ochre. The red ochre was 
thought to be ancestral blood by the Tasmanian Aborigines and its custodians 
were female elders.61 To me there seemed to be a reclamation process occurring; 
the loss of Bea Maddock’s Mount Macedon house and studio which included 
thirty years of journals and sketchbooks, burnt in the Ash Wednesday bush fires 
of 1983, and her subsequent return home to Tasmania, spurred the focus of her 
work toward the need for recognition on a regional and national level of 
Aboriginal lands. She had suffered a personal loss at Mount Macedon but the 
greater ancestral loss with the proclamation of Terra Nullius  by the British 
Government in order to claim British title over the land, and the decimation of the 
Tasmanian Aborigines, has a national significance.62
  
The images in Terra Spiritus are of the Tasmanian coastline which, in the work’s 
means of production, links itself to the circumnavigation of Terra Australis by 
Matthew Flinders that was completed in 1803.63 In her artwork, Maddock has 
                                                 
57 W. J. Lines, op.cit., p. 71. 
 
58 A. Frost, “New South Wales as Terra Nullius: The British Denial of Aboriginal Land Rights”, 
Historical Studies, Volume 19, April (1980). p. 513. 
 
59 B. Maddock, Terra Spiritus…with a darker shade of pale, 1993-1998, National Gallery of 
Australia. Detail reproduced in A. Sayers, Australian Art. Illustration. 131. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001; Art Monthly, August 1998. No 112. p.2. 
 
60 D. Thomas, “The Elder Bea Maddock”, Art Monthly, August 1998. No 112. p.7. 
 
61 ibid. 
  
62 A. Frost, op.cit., p. 515.  
 
63 With a chartered coastline as described by Flinders, the colonialist began to establish settlements 
at harbours further afield from Sydney; the harbour at Hobart being one of the first to be occupied. 
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inscribed into the sheets of paper, in bold script, the Aboriginal place names that 
have been unrecognised since the colonisers of Tasmania proceeded with their 
own place names. Maddock describes this by placing European place names lower 
on the sheets of paper. The names of the locations are small type-set and are 
physically further removed from the land than the Aboriginal names which are 
placed above the European names. Drawn in bold cursive script and immersed in 
red ochre, the Aboriginal names reflect a real sense of spiritual connection to the 
land. 
 
The naming of places is a useful tool. It is another way of placing multiple views 
into visual representation. The naming of place is also a colonial tool of 
establishment for the colonisers and erasure of the colonised. In Chapter Three I 
will discuss how in one work I have attempted to show forms of erasure in 
relation to the formation of “my” childhood landscape and the subsequent 
landscape paintings.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                     
see A. Moorehead, The Fatal Impact: An Account of the Invasion of South Pacific 1767-1840, 
Hamondsworth: Penguin, 1969. pp. 193-194. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Turntable  
… I have tried to show … that the cultural habits of humanity have 
always made room for the sacredness of nature. All our landscapes, from 
the city park to the mountain hike, are imprinted with our tenacious, 
inescapable obsessions.64  
 
The man-made landform of the train-station turntable, at the now-disused 
Mortlake railway station, is a central site of my childhood landscape. The painting 
of the turntable has emerged as an image that confronts and unsettles “my” sacred 
landscape. In this chapter, I will discuss the unifying role of this one work in the 
whole of the project, and how this painting relates to ideas that have emerged 
throughout the project – in a narrative of changing focus. 
 
The work titled Turntable [figure 17], consists of three panels, constructed over a 
time span of eighteen months. The first section is built of my memories of the 
landscape of my childhood. The image of the turntable came about through 
revisiting the site several times over recent years, noting that this man-made land 
form is all that survives as nature and human forces have gradually dissolved the 
structures of the old railway yard back into the land, or as they have been 
relocated for other purposes. The stockyards, railway station building, sleepers 
and tracks and, most recently, the shed which stored the superphosphate have 
been demolished and removed or, in the case of the railway sleepers, are slowly 
rotting back into the earth.  
   
The first panel to this work [Figure 17a] is of the elliptical form of the turntable 
with the pivot point, an iron cone, central to the landform with the landscape 
stretching beyond. The process of painting this panel was one of repeated erasure 
and re-painting of colour and form. The initial colour I used was iron oxide, from 
                                                 
64 S. Schama, Landscape and Memory, London: Harper Collins, 1995. p.18. 
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this the colour gradated into a verdant green as if changing from the metal scape 
of the railway station into pastures. The form altered with the positioning of the 
pivot to eventually remain in its central place. The emphasis on light and layering 
also altered, to form a palimpsest process of painting. 
 
This painting initially existed as an entity in its own right, but as time progressed I 
felt I needed to expand on the image. The painting was pushing out at the sides –  
I had painted the landform too close to the edges, leaving little space for the 
aesthetic eye to rest. The visual tension, where the ellipse meets the edges, is too 
great. 
  
I had revisited the site twice and had drawn and painted several studies prior to 
beginning this painting, but I had a preconceived idea for the work, that the view 
of this landscape be restricted to the landform alone so the viewer could be 
enveloped in this seemingly single perspective. Then the depth of the painting, the 
multi-layered form, would draw out a new perspective, an imagined perspective. 
In hindsight, I was attempting to recreate an image of my childhood experience in 
that landscape, enclosed yet deep in the spirit of imagination. In addition to the 
complex reading of this work, colleagues have commented on the similarities it 
shares with ancient landforms in Britain, for example, the standing stones of 
Stenness (c.2700 B.C.) and the ring of Brodgar (c.2100 B.C.) in Orkney, Scotland.65  
 
Perhaps it was a fortuitous mistake to commit to a preconceived end result in a 
painting, devised before any paint had touched the surface, for when it was 
complete I was forced to push it further. My first thoughts were of using this 
painting as the central panel in a triptych, the idea being that it would work on a 
time theme. This first panel would symbolise my childhood landscape, another 
panel placed to the left of the central panel, constructed of floor-boards and would 
represent the initial period of colonisation. Finally a third panel, to the right of the 
central panel, would represent a disconnection and re-evaluation of the land that 
has been revealed through a sense of an uncovering of the ground sacred to me. 
                                                 
65 L. Lippard, Overlay: Contemporary Art and the Art of Prehistory, New York: Pantheon, 1983. 
pp. 10-11. 
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 I proceeded to construct two more surfaces, one of floorboards and the other of 
pre-primed canvas. The idea of floorboard panel [Figure 17b], comes from a 
development in some works during this project, of smoothing over the paint 
surface in an attempt to represent a cultivated landscape that is covered over. I 
could visualise the repeated application and scraping back of paint to produce a 
layered, almost overworked surface, in a section of flooring. I saw this as 
representing not only the colonial invasion of the region, but I also saw the floor-
boards as signifying a colonial view of the land. The floor-boards symbolise a 
colonial platform in the form of homestead flooring or the floor of a veranda. 
Constructed over the ground upon which the foundations of non-indigenous 
Australia were laid and are still being laid, for example in the levelling of the 
landscape of housing estates and in the ownership and control of private land. 
This can be seen as a form of repeated erasure of an Aboriginal presence in the 
landscape by covering over evidence. 
 
I have painted onto the floorboard panel a lineal form of the turntable image 
combined with an obelisk monument, an Aboriginal figure and a found object in 
the form of a bale hook.  
 
The elliptical form of the turntable is repeated on the floor board surface with a 
relatively broad line describing the circumference of the landform. The line 
describes a landform of my childhood landscape, however the ellipse has a larger 
perspective. In Joyce’s description of the geomorphic region of the Western Plains 
there is reference to the shape “…A concentration of young scoria cones and maar 
craters occurs in an elliptical area extending from Tower Hill in the west to Red 
Rock in the east.”66 This geographic reference seems to provide a further 
dimension to the landform, as a symbol of the uniqueness, and the totality, of the 
region.  
 
                                                 
66 E. B. Joyce, “The Geology and Geomorphology of the Western Plains” in The Western Plains: a 
Natural and social History, D. N. Conley and C. Clair, p.1. Parkville, Victoria: The Australian 
Institute of Agricultural Science, 1984.  
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In other works in this project I have used the elliptical shape in part or in full to 
describe lakes and waterholes, hill tops and salt pans. For example, this is seen in 
the nearby waterhole in the painting Night Wind [figure 18], or as the lake’s 
remnants in the painting Lake Grassed Over [figure 8].  
 
The found object – the bale hook that I have included in this work – was found 
hanging on a wall in a similar manner to the way it is hanging in this work. The 
intention of hanging this implement on the work is to suggest the gathering of the 
squatters’ or the pastoralists’ fruits – and wealth – in the wool bale. In addition, I 
wanted to retain the ambiguous nature of where the hook was hanging when I first 
saw it. Hanging high on an empty urban porch wall, resting from its link to wool 
production (and thus commercial enterprise), the hook becomes an abandoned 
remnant of a rural past, evoking a lost sense of deeper connections to the 
landscape, other than the seemingly dominant economic connection.  
 
For a project entitled “Watersheds: The Paroo to the Warrego”,67 Australian 
painter Mandy Martin and environmental and cultural historian Tom Griffiths, 
traveled across the river landscape of outback New South Wales, exploring the 
ways landscape can have meaning for its inhabitants. Whilst feeding each other 
with images and ideas, they also gained insight into the possible meanings and 
significances of landscapes, through discussions with landowners, or as Martin 
refers to them, “second settlers”.68 These discussions canvassed such issues as 
where, or what, in this landscape gives a sense of place, a sense of connection to 
the land? Where are these places? Where is that special spot on the land? These 
questions, and the ideas underlying them, inform Mandy Martin’s work, creating a 
sense of place beyond the economic needs of the lands inhabitants. My own work 
also shares these concerns. 
 
 
                                                 
67 M. Martin and T. Griffiths, The Paroo to the Warrego (Catalogue and reflective essays), 
Canberra: Nolan Gallery and ACT Government, 1999. 
 
68 From an interview between A. Saunders, M. Martin, and T. Griffiths “Painting History onto 
Landscape; Painting Landscape onto History” in The Comfort Zone, Australia: Radio National, 
16 March 2002.  
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Memorial 
A memorial appears in Turntable as a translucent obelisk, that has been rubbed 
back to uncover a suspended Aboriginal figure. The memorial does not appear as 
a solid stone or cairn monument as many are in the landscape of Western Victoria. 
This obelisk is, however, is symbolic of the monuments erected on the landscape. 
It has been argued that the permanence of memorials can be seen as symbolic of 
solid judgements made about past events.69 The intention of creating and 
establishing a memorial is to make certain public, historical statements – about, 
for example, European explorers – and to set them, as it were, in stone. The 
Western Victorian landscape is dotted with monuments and memorials 
highlighting explorers and subsequent events of establishment, in particular, 
Major T. L. Mitchell. In contrast, I see the waterways, landforms, mountains, 
plains and trees of the native landscape of the Western Plains standing as 
monuments to and representatives of Aboriginal culture. 
 
At Mount Arapiles, north west of the Grampians/Gariwerd National Park, another 
form of memorial, a plaque, has been fixed to the rock wall. Unveiled in 1913 to 
commemorate Major Mitchell’s discovery in 1836.70 As time has progressed, the 
plaque seems to be in a state of being squeezed out of the rock by the force of the 
mountain behind it. The plaque seems insignificant compared with the power of 
the mountain around it, the power of nature. It is interesting to note the popularity 
of Mount Arapiles as an international rock-climbing site, and that the plaque is 
now most noted as a hand-hold in a rock climb. 
 
In this second panel of Turntable, a suspended Aboriginal figure, symbolic of the 
dispossessed, erased Aboriginal people appears in this work after the obelisk is 
rubbed back to uncover the figure. The figure can be seen as suspended in time, 
suspended in history, and suspended from a hanging rope.  
 
                                                 
69I.D. Clark, op. cit. p. 6 
 
70 L. Shepherd [ed.], A Rock Climbers’ Guide to Arapiles/Djurite, Victorian Rock Climbing Club, 
1994. 
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The collaborative memorial art work of Fiona Foley and Djon Mundine, Ngaraka, 
Shrine for the lost Koori,71 acts to remember the lost Aborigines from the time of 
European invasion. Writing of this work, Jennifer Isaacs discusses the removal of 
aboriginal remains, as part of the loss this work memorialises. She writes: “the 
remains of Aboriginal people, principally skeletal, were exported under the guise 
of scientific study…The bones stayed in Museums and Universities abroad and 
only recently have some returned to their Australian communities.”72  
 
Another example of Foley’s work was installed on the footpath in front of the 
Melbourne Town Hall. The work titled Lie of the Land,73 is comprised of a series 
of sandstone blocks engraved with repeated words of the items used to acquire the 
land that Melbourne now occupies from the indigenous owners, for example, 
blankets, scissors, knives and beads. Although the acquisition of this land through 
payment of such trivialities was a recorded private contract - not recognised by 
the government of the time,74 the sandstone blocks stand as monuments, 
memorials to the loss of the land. As Genocchio puts it in a discussion of this 
work “[the] land deal didn’t just take away the land, it erased the link between the 
land and the Wurendjeri.”75, the traditional owners of the land.  
 
The third panel of Turntable is painted darkly, as if looking under the covered-
over landscape, at the dark volcanic soil of the Western Plains. The image in this 
third panel is an attempt to describe the landscape striped back of its layers, 
uncovered. The distortion of the turntable is an attempt to describe the origins of 
the turntable, to show that it is deeper than a form built on the surface. The watery 
feeling of this image is intended as a reflection on the importance of, the need for,  
                                                 
71 F. Foley and D. Mundine, Ngaraka, Shrine for the lost Koori, 2000. Documented  by D. Mundine 
in “Ngaraka, Shrine for the lost Koori.” Art Monthly Australia, (Number 135) November, 2000. p. 
25. 
 
72 Isaacs, J., “Ngaraka, Shrine for the lost Koori.” in Art Monthly Australia, (number 135) 
November, 2000. p.25. 
 
73 F. Foley, Lie of the Land, 1997, National Museum of Victoria. Documented in Fiona Foley: 
Solitaire,  pp.62-63.  Annandale, N.S.W.: Piper Press, 2001. 
 
74 B. Genocchio, Fiona Foley: Solitaire Annandale, N.S.W.: Piper Press, 2001. p.61. 
 
75 ibid. 
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and the natural occurrence of waterways at this site. The acquisition of waterways 
was, during colonisation, and of course still is, an important concern.  
 
Darkness has become more prevalent in my paintings in an attempt to reach a 
depth of contrast in historical viewpoints. I have come to the idea of erasing the 
constructions of the colonial landscape, the mythologised, celebrated sacred land 
of Western invasion, to see what was or is there – under the surface.  
  
The layout of this triptych has altered from my initial concept. The format now 
sees the floorboard panel as central in the image. My intention for the centrality of 
this panel is to indicate the source of the overall image. This is the image of 
uncovering, rubbing back, the landscape to expose the origins of the site, then 
butted up to this panel on the right is the dark image of the landscape as re-
evaluated after uncovering its origins. The final panel, the first completed in this 
work, is placed detached to the left of the central panel. The detached state of this 
panel is linked to a sense of unsettling, the settled landscape of my childhood has 
broken away from its fixed position. The landscape in this painting is no longer, in 
my perception, a settled one. The disruption of uncovering the histories in this 
landscape has broadened my view of it and in effect, through this work, produced 
an image that can be seen to be a multi layered image of personal, regional, and 
national histories, intertwined with sacred connections to the landscape. 
  
 
 
 
Dual Track 
 
In the act of revisiting the site of the old railway station of my childhood 
landscape, and re-evaluating the imagery of the turntable76, I was able to draw 
from the disused site the idea of transforming the structure of the railway track 
into a symbol of two different histories linked with cross-members. I could see 
                                                 
76 see discussion re: disused railway station, Chapter .1.p.13. 
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opportunities for the development and application of multiple imagery and 
multiple layers of memory within the track symbol. 
 
The symbol of the ‘dual track’ came about as a result of the increasing intensity of 
the sense of conflict in my field of vision, in my view of the landscape. Combined 
with ideas of contrast, memory and histories, the symbol of the dual track also 
became symbolic of one journey - the journey of reconciliation. 
    
In a collaboration between an indigenous and a non-indigenous artist, Fiona Foley 
and Janet Laurence’s Edge of the Trees,77 creates a sense of a goal that might be 
shared by both indigenous and white Australians. In an essay on this work, The 
edge of the trees at the end of the millennium,78 Julie Roberts’ writes: 
  
In form and substance Laurence and Foley’s installation refers to the 
past while explicating the present. It is a sacred grove of trees: a 
place entered with trepidation – desiring yet fearing the promised 
transformation.79
 
 
The dark cypress in my painting Landscape [Figure 20], largely blocks out sight 
of the plains beyond, however there are points within the foliage where filtered 
views become apparent. The essential ideas that underpin this work are concerned 
with blockage, and seeing cracks or openings within the blockage, to see more 
than a single viewpoint. 
  
The post-colonial issues of ownership, and of multiple and hidden histories have 
been of central importance when constructing my work for this project. These 
have driven my passion when painting, but where does that passion originate? My 
work strives to convey the passage of time and the layering of histories, but it is in 
                                                 
77 F. Foley and J. Laurence, Edge of the Trees, 1995, Museum of Sydney. Documented by J. 
Carter in Uncertain Ground: Essays Between Art and Nature, p.127. Sydney: Art Gallery of New 
South Wales, 1999. 
  
78 J. Roberts, “The Edge of the Trees At the End of the Millennium,” in Uncertain Ground: Essays 
Between Art and Nature, M. Thomas [ed.] pp. 125-141. Sydney: Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
1999. 
 
79 Ibid. p.126. 
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the sense of the moment in the landscape that the passion originates, a passionate 
engagement with the Western Plains. It can be seen in my work in loaded brush 
marks and paint dribbles; for example, in the painting Bridge [Figure 21], this 
passion is evident in my attempt to create a sense of the moment with vigorous 
paint application and fresh immediacy of the paint. Alongside the physical nature 
of the paint marks, I worked at a crossing of boundaries, the meshing of human 
and natural life and the subterranean juxtaposed with open air. The symbol of the 
track is embedded into the sky, or may be seen, if the painting is turned over, to sit 
in the foreground of a line of mountains.  
 
The Sydney based artist Euan Macleod paints figures with a close affinity with the 
landscape – to the point of seemingly being part of the landscape. In the painting 
Dark Moonbi Figure [Figure 5], 80 I see the passion of the work in the physicality 
of his paint surface, achieving the moment in the landscape. In what I see as a 
parallel with my own work, Macleod says “this painting continues an ongoing 
concern with the figure/ground relationship, both literally and formally.”81 In my 
own work however, my concerns with relationship extend beyond the aesthetic 
surface of the painting, into the social and historical realm of actual human 
relationships with landscape and nature in postmodern and postcolonial 
Australia. This project has begun with my own lived relationship with landscape, 
and has extended from the personal, to consider broader and longer issues of land 
occupation. 
  
Philip Hunter’s Night Wimmera III [Figure 5a], 82 draws on a life long relationship 
with the Wimmera landscape. There is a sense of wandering, with markings on 
the surface and a patterning of various trails on the landscape. The images Hunter 
creates project a sense of natural change, and a variety of time spans – from a 
large geological history of change to perhaps the changes incurred on the 
landscape from the daily wanderings of a cow. It is this kind of evocation of time 
                                                 
80E. Macleod, Dark Moonbi Figure, 1991. Reproduced in Moet & Chandon Australian Art 
Foundation Touring Exhibition, Exhibition catalogue 1992. 
 
81 Ibid. 
 
82P. Hunter, Night Wimmera III, 2000. Reproduced in Darkness and Light: looking at Landscape 
p.28. Langwarrin, Victoria: McClelland Gallery, 2000. 
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passing, of fluidity, of change, of layers and multiplicity, and of lives lived in the 
landscape that I have sought in my work.  
 
Finally, this project has produced what I consider two successful larger paintings, 
one of which is entitled Hill to Hill, [figure 19]. This painting’s initial impetus 
was to draw upon the romantic engagement of being on top of a Western Plains 
mount, gazing out over the vast plains and distant horizon. The paintings of 
Eugene von Guerard were influential, particularly his work of the Western 
Victorian landscape features, for example Mt Elephant, Lake Knotuk, Tower Hill 
and Mt Arapiles. 
 
The work began, as often is the case, with childhood memories. Some friends and 
I would make it a regular occurrence to scale one of the steeper slopes of Mount 
Shadwell and stay on the summit for a large part of the day. The elevated vantage 
point provided the sight of distant mountains; something that wasn’t available 
from the level of the plains, Mount Elephant to the north-east, the Sisters to the 
south and the Grampians/Gariwerd mountain ranges could clearly be defined on 
the horizon to the north-west.  
 
As the painting developed, I found imagery emerging out of the paint-work that I 
had intended as something else. For example, the dark shadow creeping across the 
lower edge of the painting I intended as the shadow from a cypress tree – this 
intention still remains - however, on further reflection I could see a link to where 
this image had come from. The claw that has been carved out of the side of Mount 
Elephant,83 an image that is engraved deep in my memory, has appeared in this 
painting as a memory trace.  
 
To me, the unbidden emergence of this image – and others like it, drawn from my 
childhood in the landscape and appearing as recurring images in my work – is a 
powerful testament to the extent to which my home landscape has become 
inscribed within me. At a deep level, I have internalised the lines, the colours, the 
dark and light, the landforms of my environment; these emerge as the central 
                                                 
83 see discussion re: this land feature in Chapter 1. p.16. 
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subject matter, the core informants, the memory traces, and recurring images, in 
my paintings and drawings. At the core of this project is my lifelong relationship 
with the Western Plains landscape. This project has confronted, unsettled and 
redefined my view of this landscape, and the paintings and drawings have both 
tracked, and provided a vehicle for, these shifts and changes.  
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Conclusion 
 
  
In “Sacred Landscape: an unsettling”, I set out to explore, in my art practice, the 
idea of ‘the sacred’ in landscape. I began the project with a clear sense of a deep 
connection with landscape, derived from my own experience in the Western 
Plains of Victoria. My intention was to explore, in my painting, ideas of the 
sacred in the landscape. My sense of the sacred in landscape has its origins in 
powerful feelings of personal connection, derived largely from a childhood spent 
in nature. A further dimension of my idea of the sacred in landscape is concerned 
with the passage of time: with human relations with landscape, over time, and 
with the passage of time on the landscape. 
 
The inquiry was thus borne out of a strong sense of personal connection with a 
childhood landscape. It quickly became apparent, however, that the question of 
the Aboriginal dimensions of “my” landscape needed to be considered. From this 
point on, my research into the history of violence and erasure of the Aboriginal 
presence on the Western Plains challenged my previous ideas of “my” landscape. 
This ‘unsettling’ produced a re-evaluation of the landscape that I have been 
familiar with all my life, my relationship with the landscape, and the ways my 
painting can explore and express that relationship.  
 
The resulting shift in my engagement with the Western Plains landscape became 
the focus of this project. The central question underpinning my studio research 
became ‘how can a non-indigenous Australian, at this post-colonial point in 
history, have a “sacred” relationship with the land, when this landscape has a 
hidden history of theft and murder?’ The research task for my studio practice 
became ‘how can my own, non-indigenous art practice explore and negotiate this 
post-colonial problem?’    
 
The early stages of my investigation began with my childhood in the landscape. 
Beginning the project with my childhood memories, I explored aspects and 
images of my childhood landscape through the use of personal memory. In my 
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recollections, I identified and developed images that remain strongly symbolic of 
my childhood landscape. 
 
Through a process of reading in anthropological and historical research, and 
undertaking field trips to particular sites of the landscape that I grew up in, I then 
re-visited and re-engaged “my” landscape, with an increasing awareness of the 
deep, violent and repeated erasure of Aboriginal life and culture from the Western 
Plains of Victoria.  My own sense of connection to the Western Plains landscape 
was challenged and ‘unsettled’ by confronting these hidden, suppressed and 
erased indigenous histories. I set out to confront, in my work, this history of 
erasure; to firstly acknowledge the Aboriginal presence in the landscape, and 
secondly, to attempt to reverse, or uncover, the erasing, in order to reveal a 
landscape of multiple histories. I have worked toward reshaping my images of 
“Sacred Landscape”, to form art works that inquire into and expose some of the 
hidden past.  
 
My use of memory, recollections and the symbol of the cypress plantation, which, 
to me have an iconic presence on the Western Plains landscape, have served as a 
thread linking the stages of the work in this project. The cypress plantation has 
been explored as firstly, a key site and symbol of my childhood relationship with 
the landscape. Subsequently, the cypress plantation has been explored as a symbol 
of ownership, colonial occupation and control, of erasure or displacement of the 
indigenous, and, finally, as a silent witness to layered and hidden histories in the 
landscape itself.  
 
This transformation of the symbolic significance of images, ideas of the layering, 
covering and uncovering of histories, and the cultivation of a multiplicity of 
meaning recur in Turntable [Figure 17]. In this triptych I have attempted to 
uncover, and reveal, forms of erasure in relation to the formation of “my” 
childhood landscape. Drawing upon techniques and images of uncovering, 
rubbing back, the exposure of origins, and re-evaluation, Turntable evokes a sense 
of unsettling. The settled landscape of my childhood has broken away from its 
fixed position, the landscape in this painting is no longer a settled one. The 
disruption effected by uncovering the histories in the landscape produces a 
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broadened view, a multi layered image of personal, regional, and national 
histories, intertwined with sacred connections to the landscape.  
 
The significance of this inquiry is particularly potent and relevant in Australia at 
the present time, when indigenous histories and land rights are central concerns in 
the reconciliation debates, and a willingness to re-examine and confront our own 
history is still not universal in Australian society. Over recent decades the post-
colonial situation in Australia has raised issues of unease regarding European 
settlement on Aboriginal land. Aesthetic, cultural and artistic explorations that 
seek to re-confront, to challenge, to uncover and expose the erasure of Aboriginal 
experience, and reinstate multiplicity and openness, have a role to play at the 
present time. 
 
The achievement of this project rests in this unsettling. In the words of Gelder and 
Jacobs,  
In an uncanny Australia, one’s place is always already another’s place 
and the issue of possession is never complete, never entirely settled.84
 
 
 
 
                                                 
84 K. Gelder & J. M. Jacobs, Uncanny Australia: Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation,  
Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1998. p.138. 
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